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Abstract
This paper addresses the topic of Action Research in Information Systems (IS-AR) by using a project
management perspective to diminish the problems reported in IS-AR literature. Our aim is to show the
feasibility of our proposal and its potential to address recognized IS-AR problems. We illustrate our proposal
with a retrospective analysis of a set of problems reported in a published IS-AR case.
Keywords: IS action research, IS-AR problems, PMBOK, project perspective, project management good
practices

Introduction
The importance of Action Research (Lewin, 1946) in Information Systems Qualitative Research has been recently emphasized
by several researchers (Avison et al., 1999; ITP, 2001; Kock et al., 1999; McKay and Marshall, 2000). According to Hult and
Sven-Åke (1980), "Action Research simultaneously assists in practical problem-solving and expands scientific knowledge, as well
as enhances the competences of the respective actors, being performed collaborately in an immediate situation using data feedback
in a cyclical process aiming at an increased understanding of a given social situation, primarily applicable for understanding of
change processes in social systems and undertaken within a mutually acceptable ethical framework".
Several problems had been reported in the use of Action Research in Information Systems (Avison et al., 1999). To cope with
these problems, the Information Systems community has raised the need to have frameworks that allow to take advantage and
to facilitate the use of Action Research as a more valid research method, while at the same time trying to overcome the lack of
rigor of some of its applications (Avison et al., 1999; Baskerville, 1999; Lau, 1997, 1999; Mckay and Marshall, 1999a, 1999b).
To address those problems, we presented in Estay and Pastor (2000a) the feasibility to use project management as a way to
improve the use of Information Systems Action Research (IS-AR), a proposal which we had framed under a project perspective
for IS-AR (Estay and Pastor, 2000b, 2000c).
To draw project management good practices relevant to IS-AR, which we believe that may constitute a sound basis for IS-AR
project management, we take as reference Lubianiker (2000). This work points out that a sound project management approach
for a particular domain must be addressed by selecting the generic and specific practices relevant to projects in that domain.
We propose the PMBOK (A Guide to the Project Management body of knowledge from the Project Management Institute, PMI,
2000), as a source guide to facilitate the gathering and selection of good practices since this guide describes the knowledge and
the practices, the body of knowledge, "applicable to most projects of the time, and that there is widespread consensus about their
value and usefulness" (PMI, 2000, p. 3), compiled and improved during the last twenty years.
Thus, we have customized and specialized the PMBOK project management processes to support Information Systems Action
Research (IS-AR) generic good practices of project management; and, we have specific good practices from the quality and rigor
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criteria for IS-AR projects explained in McKay and Marshall (1999b, 2000) by using again the PMBOK in order to facilitate the
integration with the generic good practices.
In this paper we present our approach under the light of reported IS-AR problems
and illustrate its potential benefits with a retrospective analysis of a set of
problems reported in a published IS-AR case (Davison and Vogel, 2000).
The paper is organized as follows. The second section presents IS-AR and its
problems. The third section introduces project management and the PMBOK and
their role towards the solution of IS-AR problems. The fourth section maps the
good practices of project management against the problems of the published ISAR case. Finally, we provide the conclusions.

Reflection (Re)
Observation (Ob)

Planning (Pl)

Action (Ac)
Figure 1. Action Research
Characteristic cycle

IS-AR and Its Problems
Action Research is a qualitative research method the essence of which is the juxtaposition of action and research, or practice and
theory. For our purposes, out of the several features of Action Research, we highlight as main features: to search for solutions
or improvements to practices and, to organize Action Research in a characteristic phased general cycle (Figure 1) which is used
in IS-AR composing a bi-cycle with one characteristic cycle dedicated to the problem solving interest in action research and one
characteristic cycle dedicated to the research interest in action research, McKay and Marshall, 1999c). In particular, the
characteristic cycle represents Action Research as a solution searching and learning process composed commonly by four basic
cycle phases (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1982): Planning (Pl), Action (Ac), Observation (Ob) and Reflection (Re), which includes
Evaluating and Specifying Learning sub phases. Action Research is used in IS principally for two interrelated general purposes:
to bridge the gap between theory and practice (Avison et al., 1999; Baskerville, 1999); and, as a way, to improve the IS discipline
(Baskerville, 1999; Mathiassen, 1998).
Action Research presents several problems when it is used in IS (Avison et al., 1999, 2001; Baskerville, 1999; Lau, 1999). By
reviewing the literature, we may say that these problems had already appeared in the use of Action Research in others research
domains. For this reason, we point out four problem areas raised from both characteristic problems of Action Research in general
as well as from IS-AR problems:
•

•
•
•

'Epistemological change' problems area (P1), that considers the problems that appear when a researcher becomes an action
researcher, adopts or assimilates, partially or completely, the beliefs and the attitudes specific to Action Research. For
example, two reported such problems are that the knowledge and literature of Action Research is diffuse (Lau, 1999) and
that epistemological change is not always assumed (Elden and Chisholm, 1993);
'Ethics and values' problems area (P2), that includes problems of potential biases linked to the interventionist research natural
to Action Research; (Kock et al., 1999; Lau, 1999);
'Reporting' problems area (P3), which contains the problems related with the generation and registration of resulting data,
information and knowledge. For example, the reported problem that mostly academic documents produced (Lau, 1999; Lau,
1997); and,
'Methodological' problems area (P4), that includes diverse problems related to the absence of elements that facilitate the
monitoring, the control, the evaluation or simply the setting of the research. For example, some reported problems are the
unclear validation processes and lack of relevance of the research (Avison et al., 1999); the lack of validity of data
(Baskerville and Wood-Harper, 1996); the lack of a clear method to support a theory (Baskerville and Pries-Heje, 1999);
unclear approach, research aim, theory and method used (Avison et al., 1999), characteristic features, tenets, not followed
(Avison et al., 1999), unclear planning and control (Mathiassen, 1998), practitioners lost during the Action Research project
(Davison and Vogel, 2000), and problems with time management and necessary contract issues (Kock et al., 1999).

Alleviating the IS-AR Problems with Project Management and the PMBOK
We propose to use project management to avoid, alleviate or overcome the above stated IS-AR problems. This proposal arises
from several considerations, some theoretical and others drawn from experience. The most important consideration is that IS-AR
problems are similar to project management problems. The project management nature of IS-AR problems could be justified
briefly as follows (Baskerville and Pries-Heje, 1999; Kock et al., 1999; Lau, 1997, 1999; Mathiassen, 1998):
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•
•
•
•
•

Commonly those aspects related with a formal commitment between the action researcher and the organization are absent,
which implies a poor initiation phase;
Often those aspects related with time and cost planning, human resources selection, and research planning are weak or absent,
which implies a weak planning phase;
Generally there is a lack of a formal and rigorous process in the production of theory, which implies an incomplete execution
phase;
Usually the monitoring of the results and of the schedule is absent, which implies a lack of the control phase; and,
Often those aspects related with the formalization of the resolution and/or improvement obtained in the form of academic
and organizational documents is weak, which implies an incomplete closing process.

In this sense, it is possible to propose the use of good practices from project management to address IS-AR problems. In particular,
we propose to take the good practices from the PMBOK (PMI, 2000). Such good practices in the PMBOK are classified in project
management processes. Each one of the processes is related to one of the Project Management Knowledge Areas (Project
Integration Management, Project Scope Management, Project Time Management, Project Cost Management, Project Quality
Management, Project Human Resources Management, Project Communications Management, Project Risk Management, and
Project Procurement Management).
By customizing and specializing a set of project management processes from the PMBOK, we may address each IS-AR problem
area with the management processes groups, groups of project management processes (Initiation, IP; Planning, PP; Execution,
EP; Control, CoP; and Closing, ClP) as follows (Table 1):
Table 1. Problems Areas vs.
Management Processes Groups

•

•

'Epistemological change' problems (P1) can be addressed, on one
side, by including Action Research adequateness criteria at the
initiation of the project, in order to validate the commitment of
researchers and practitioners with the Action Research and, on
Problem
other side, by introducing tools and techniques that facilitate the
area
IP PP EP CoP ClP
change in the practice along the project.
X
X
X
X
P1
• 'Ethics and values' problems (P2) can be addressed with
X
X
X
X
X
P2
negotiation, participation and triangulation techniques as part of
X
X
X
X
P3
negotiation, inspection and expert judgment techniques included
X
X
X
P4
along project management processes in the PMBOK.
• 'Reporting' problems (P3) can be addressed with the specific
project management processes from the communication and human
resources knowledge areas.
'Methodological' problems (P4) can be addressed with project management processes from the scope, time and cost
knowledge areas, which allow to define the IS-AR project plan, and second, with project management processes from
communications and human resources knowledge areas, which allow to detect and to consider the constraints about the
contents of IS-AR documents and the actors and their level of involvement in the IS-AR project.

Retrospective Analysis of an IS-AR Project
To illustrate the potential benefits of our proposal, we analyze paper Davison and Vogel's (2000) paper. This paper explains five
problems related with the use of IS-AR. The details of the problems provided in the paper were used as evidence in our study only
with the aim of illustration, not to evaluate the realized work of Davison and Vogel. The paper presents a study where Action
Research is applied as a research method to study how a Group Support System (GSS) was used to support a process improvement
project in a Hong Kong accounting firm named Zeta. In this company an action researcher worked during a certain time period
with a group of practitioners and with a CIO. The problems are:
Problem 1: "chargeable time". Davison and Vogel report that "A key demotivator for the team's participation was that they could
not charge the time so spent to any account" (p. 10). The problem was that the system of 'chargeable time' applied by Zeta was
not applied to this project. The problem appears reflected in phrases as: "the time team members spent on the project was not
chargeable" (p. 10); and "chargeable hours are not of importance [...] Although I knew that chargeability is used as a measure of
performance for client service providers, I did not fully appreciate the influence that it has" (comment of the CIO, p. 13).
Problem 2: "empowerment". This problem is related with the lack of positional power to overcome the relationship between the
CIO, the practitioners and the action researcher. For example, "The CIO clearly identified the need to empower the team members
and entrust them with the responsibility for re-engineering the [...] process. However, he did not explicitly communicate his
1492
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rationality to them, nor could he appreciate their lack of interest in solving the task" (p. 10). In this sense, the consequences were
the intimidation from the CIO and the conformity adopted by the participants.
Problem 3: "misappropriation of anonymity". During the project, the "CIO misappropriated the anonymity of the GSS, projecting
large numbers of his own ideas without their authorship being positively attributable" (p. 12). This, with a "culture of cautiousness
hampered" of Zeta (p. 13) impeded an open communication. Thus, the problem was not to understand the importance of the
anonymity to motivate discussion and the free communication.
Problem 4: "conflict between the CIO and the researcher". This problem arose when the action researcher intervened in a heated
debate between the CIO and team members to suggest that some cultural confusion might underlie the discussion and its lack of
progress. The CIO took grave offence from the action researcher. The problem was the lack of positioning and unclear role of
the action researcher between CIO and participants.
Problem 5: "data quality". The action researcher used an instrument to collect perceptions of the participants within a single
meeting. However, "the CIO criticized the instrument design, arguing that it would be more useful to make comparative
measurements from week to week. In consequence, it [the instrument] was redesigned" (p. 13). Thus, the problem was the initial
rigidity in the use of the research instruments.

Classification of Reported Problems

Table 2. Problems areas vs.
Reported Problems

Here we discuss how main principal features of the
problems reported in Davison and Vogel (2000) relate ISAR problem areas (Table 2).

Problem area

Problem 1: "chargeable time". This problem is related with
two methodological issues: the availability of personnel to
work in the project and, the commitment between
participants and the organization.

P1
P2
P3
P4

Reported problem
1
2
3
4
5
X
X
X

X

X

X
X

The issue of availability was motivated, on one side, by planning failures, which affected the participant's agendas reflected in
pressures to assist to the meetings and discontinuities in the research process. On other side, the availability was related with the
differing vested interests and intentions of participants according to their departments. This situation affected psychologically their
work and their predisposition to overcome the charge of the time. The issue of commitment will be presented in the next problem
because the Problem 1 is also related with the empowerment because in the Problem 1 is involved an "attitude stemmed in part
from Zeta’s organizational culture, which did not encourage, let alone reward, innovation or working outside’s immediate task
environment" (p. 10).
Problem 2: "empowerment". This problem is related with the IS-AR 'methodological' problems because there is an unmet need
for an organizational support to the participants. This lack of support was reflected in a lack of continuous support and recognition
from the organization and in a lack of motivation of the participants to work for the project.
Problem 3: "misappropriation of anonymity". This problem is related with IS-AR 'reporting' problems because the CIO made an
inadequate use of the GSS anonymity features by forcing his own ideas, which demotivated the participation of the rest of the
project group. First, the CIO provoked the participants by sending them messages through the GSS to encourage the participation
with the occasional need to be autocratic to ensure that things did get done. Second, the anonymity was a psychological problem
because the participants did not see the importance of providing ideas. In fact, to them, their participation was irrelevant to their
careers in Zeta. Of course, the last issue is also related with the chargeable time problem. Third, there was confusion about terms
used because the CIO "referred to business process re-engineering on a number of occasions, but did not communicate this
effectively to the other team members" (p. 4). In fact, the consequence was a demotivation to participate anonymously.
Problem 4: "conflict between the CIO and the researcher". This problem is related with the areas of 'ethics and values' and
'methodological' problems because it involves a compromise of the action researcher with the Action Research issue and his role,
and the relationships with the organization and the CIO. The unclear role of the action researcher was reflected in that no formally
specified protocol governed his involvement. Furthermore, the action researcher was observed in a technical role and authorized
to install the "GSS software at Zeta for the duration of the project at no charge, provided that I [action researcher] supervised the
use of the software and subsequently shared research findings with Ventana [(the GSS distributor)]" (p. 5). This led to lack of
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organizational compromise. Later on, the action researcher tried to overcome this situation by persuading "the CIO to relinquish
some of his responsibilities" (p. 5) by acquiring himself a more active role.
Problem 5: "data quality". This problem is related mainly with the 'epistemological change' problems in the sense that the action
researcher did not consider an important feature of action research: the flexibility. The problem was the blind confidence in the
method. During the project, the questionnaire used as the main data-gathering tool was not adapted as relevant circumstances
changed, and this produced effects, which proved harmful to the research. This situation only reflected the validity of the
instrument in ideal conditions and not in all the cases, which lead the action researcher to finally recognize the importance of
flexibility in Action Research only after the CIO criticized the instrument. This problem is also related with 'reporting' problems
because data quality depends on data gathering and presentation tasks.

Reported Problems and Project Management Processes
Here we comment on how the reported problems could have been avoided, alleviated or overcame by using specific project
management processes, the details of which may be consulted in PMI (2000).
Problem 1: "chargeable time". Using the Staff Acquisition process could alleviate the problem of availability. In this process the
participants could have been selected according to their work capabilities, work agendas and personal interests and intentions.
Moreover, availability knowledge provides more complete information to define the project schedule in the Activity Definition,
Activity Sequencing and Activity Duration Estimating processes.
Meanwhile, the commitment problem could be addressed in the Staff Acquisition process and the Initiation process. The Staff
Acquisition process formalizes the commitment of participants with the project. The Initiation process requires the organizational
commitment from the client organization in order to guarantee organizationally the empowerment and availability of the
participants. Thus, with the guarantee of the availability and the commitment, the chargeable time problem could have been
alleviated.
Problem 2: "empowerment". Following with the explanation given in the tentative solution to problem 1, the solution to
empowerment is to obtain a commitment from all the actors involved. In this case, the action researcher needs to assign and to
balance organizational support to the participants, with an adequate empowerment for the participants. This could be obtained
with:
•

a commitment from the participants that could be formalized and obtained in Staff Acquisition process, when roles and
responsibilities are assigned to the participants according to their expected participation; and
• a commitment obtained in the Initiation process and formalized in the project charter from the Scope Planning process, where
the organization guarantees the participation of the people and gives them the organizational support to make decisions and
execute actions.
Problem 3: "misappropriation of anonymity". The solution to this problem comes from the Information Distribution process that
distributes information according to communication criteria specified and defined in the Communications Planning process. In
particular, in the Communications Planning process potential communication failures or troubles (as autocratic practices) and their
solutions are detected and clarified, as well as channels to gather and to disseminate data (giving relevance to the anonymity).
Additionally, the Team Development process is a way to sustain the motivation through general management skills and human
resources practices. Moreover, the action researcher could give importance to the anonymity, and/or re-allocate participants
depending on their motivation.
Problem 4: "conflict between the CIO and the researcher". This problem could be addressed from the Initiation process. In this
process the relationships between action researcher with the organization and the organizational actors are stipulated in the project
charter. Furthermore, the roles must be clarified to the organizational members, distinguishing action researcher, clients, sponsors,
organizational responsible, etc. Later, in the Organizational Planning and Staff Acquisition process, the role, responsibilities,
intentions and interests are clarified with more detail. In this process the action researcher could plan actions to regulate potential
deviations of the interests and intentions.
Problem 5: "data quality". Methodologically, selecting tools and techniques to gather data in the Communications Planning
process according to organizational conditions and characteristics of participants helps to solve this problem. The idea is to
evaluate the potential instruments before using them during the research. Such evaluation involves inspections and expert
judgements. During the research, the instruments must be evaluated in similar way; thus sensations, perceptions and comments
about the research instruments are gathered to reinforce them or not (in specific process such as Project Plan Execution, Overall
1494
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Change Control, Scope Verification, and Scope Change Control). Moreover, the registration of the data could be adapted and
presented adequately with respect to the information needed by the practitioners.
But all the previous issues are ineffective if the action researcher does not accept that Action Research requires a continuous
adaptation to the situations and scenarios where it is applied. To avoid or alleviate this situation, in the Initiation process this
epistemological issue can be checked with adequate Action Research criteria to validate the commitment of researcher with the
Action Research approach.

Conclusions
In this paper, we have illustrated the potential benefits of project management as a way to improve the management and operation
of IS-AR through a set of generic good practices taken from the PMBOK. We have shown which and how project management
processes could be used in the analyzed IS-AR problems. Thus, project management provides an integrated way to address IS-AR
problems. In this sense, project management processes can be used to diminish IS-AR problems.
Experience-based informal knowledge of project management could be enough to address IS-AR problems. However we believe
that more formal approaches such as ours are useful because, then, project management provides an organized framework to apply
adequate practices to improve IS-AR projects, as said Mathiassen (1998). This is especially opportune in the current situation
when: IS-AR is still a relatively young area; thus, the realm of Action Research is still diffuse; many IS-AR researchers are novel;
and formal project management practices are being introduced in the IS discipline (Gorgone and Gray, 2000). However, it is
necessary to adapt in depth the generic good practices to the particularities of IS-AR, to derive the specific good practices of ISAR to provide rigor and quality to the research process, and to address particular problems of validation and conduction. An
overview of the process that we have followed in the derivation of good practices can be found in these proceedings (Estay and
Pastor, 2001).
Finally, when project management processes are specialized and enriched, we may have a guide to IS-AR. In particular, this guide
will assist IS researchers and practitioners, especially when they are novel in the use of the method. After the retrospective
analysis presented in this paper, our future work is to further evaluate these specialized and enriched project management
processes for IS-AR in real cases.
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